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Decision of the Commission 

Three works by Richard W. Wells and C. Ross Wellington: proposed 
suppression for nomenclatural purposes 


An application by the President of the Australian Society of Herpetologists request¬ 
ing the suppression for nomenclatural purposes of three works by Richard 
W. Wells and C. Ross Wellington was published in June 1987 (Case 2531; BZN 44 : 
116-121). A number of comments were received and published (see BZN 44 : 257-261; 
45:52-54, 145-153, 216; 47 : 139-140). . 

Because of the number of names involved, the issues raised, and the number of 
comments received, the time for consideration has been extended beyond that which 
would normally apply to an application before the Commission. At its meeting in 
Amsterdam in September 1991 the Commission reviewed the case and now reports its 
decision. 

This case has evoked a highly polarised series of responses, even from those who have 
not had access to the works in question; indeed, limitations of access have raised 
questions as to the availability of the works. 

The intent of the application was to suppress those of the names and type desig¬ 
nations in the works which formally met the provisions of the Code, and to do 
so by suppressing for nomenclatural purposes the works in which those names first 
appeared. However, it was brought to the attention of the Commission that many of 
the names had been republished elsewhere. The consequence of this is that such names 
would become available under the Code from their republished dates, thus making the 
suppression of the works ineffective. 

Those opposing the application did so primarily on one or both of the following 
grounds: 

(1) that the suppression for nomenclatural purposes of three entire contemporary 
works would constitute a serious infringement of the freedom of taxonomic 
thought or action; 

(2) that the issues raised in the application were taxonomic rather than nomen¬ 
clatural, and therefore outside the jurisdiction of the Commission. 

The applicants and those supporting the application argued: 

(1) that the works were so deficient in taxonomic standards that they seriously 
destabilized ^he nomenclature of a major regional group of animals; 

(2) that the works, published privately and without any of the checks and balances 
of peer review, were excessively derivative and partly fictitious, and con¬ 
tained false claims of originality. The second publication listed hundreds of 
unverifiable and apparently non-existent references. 

The Commission accepts that, while the impact of the three publications that are the 
subject of this application has been primarily taxonomic, they have also significantly 
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affected stability and universality of nomenclature. Multiple nomenclatures are now in 
use for some Australasian frogs and reptiles, and this is inconsistent with both the 
specific provisions and the underlying principles of the International Code of 
Zoological Nomenclature. However, it is clear from the comments received that most 
respondents have been concerned with broad ethical, nomenclatural and taxonomic 
principles rather than with the nomenclatural stability of a specific group of taxa. 

Conversely, the Commission is sensitive to both the ethical and practical impli¬ 
cations of using its plenary powers for purposes which might appear to be a form of 
taxonomic censorship, and so is reluctant to use those powers in suppressing, even 
though strictly for nomenclatural purposes, three entire contemporary works. 

After a review of the application, comments and the works in question, the 
Commission concluded: 

(1) that the arguments for promoting stability and universality by suppression of the 
three works and those opposing that suppression are both strong; 

(2) that the problems arising from the works were mainly taxonomic rather than 
nomenclatural, resulting primarily from poor scientific and editorial practice; 

(3) that the aim of the application, i.e. to eliminate confusion by suppressing names 
erected in the three works, would not be effectively achieved by suppression of 
the works; 

(4) that the aim of the application would be best achieved by leaving the issues to 
specialists to be settled through usage, any submissions to the Commission being 
confined to names rather than to works; 

(5) that, by departing from the voluntary Code of Ethics in the International Code 
of Zoological Nomenclature, Wells and Wellington have displayed a contempt 
for the Code and its arbitration provisions. 

The Commission deplores the clear rejection by Wells and Wellington of virtually 
every tenet of the voluntary Code of Ethics which forms Appendix A of the Code. 
However, the Commission is not authorized to base rulings on such breaches, or on the 
erection of new nominal taxa however unjustified. The Commission has therefore 
decided that it will not vote on this application, which it considers to be outside its 
remit. The case is therefore now closed. 

The Commission points out that the provisions of the Code apply to all names 
directly and indirectly involved in this case, and that it will be guided in future sub¬ 
missions by the criteria of usage, nomenclatural stability and the views of the zoological 
community which it serves. 

Finally, the Commission also notes that this case has raised a number of issues which 
question the ability of the existing Code to deal with the nomenclatural consequences 
of a developing technology. The revolution in desktop publishing over the past decade, 
coupled with the ability to scan cheaply entire works and to establish computer- 
resident databases, undoubtedly challenges the present Code’s criteria for the avail¬ 
ability of names and works. These and related matters are currently being addressed by 
the Editorial Committee overseeing the preparation of a draft of a fourth edition of the 
International Code of Zoological Nomenclature. 


